New Voices in Translation Studies8 (2012)

Between lrony and Humor:
a pragmatic model based on textual analyses of literary works and

their translations

Galia Hirsch

Bar llan University, ISRAEL
galiahirsch(a)gmail.com

ABSTRACT

This research proposes a model for distinguishing between cues for irony and humor in the
context of literary texts. It purports to construct a comparative model based on existing
models and elaborating on them, to substantiate the model through textual analysis focusing
on cues for irony and humor in the source texts and their translations, and to further expand
the initial model, based on concepts drawn from translation theory, primarily relating to
differences in the use of explicitation strategies while translating irony and humor. Unlike a
large part of pragmatic research on irony and humor, which draws on isolated and invented
examples, the model proposed here is based on the analysis of occurrences in context. For this
purpose, nine literary works, translated from Spanish and English into Hebrew, were selected
and for each of them source and translation were analyzed separately.

The textual analysis is based on a model for the nterpretation of indirect speaker’s meanings
(Dascal & Weizman 1987; Weizman & Dascal 1991), and on the notions of “cues” and
“clues” as they are perceived in this model. In this view, irony and humor are viewed as cases
of an indirect speaker’s meaning. Their interpretation presupposes the search for cues
indicating that utterance meaning differs from speaker’s meaning, as well as for clues which
contribute to the reconstruction of an alternative speaker’s meaning.

In its first stage, the model distinguishes between irony and humor based on central theories
in pragmatics, which shed light on cues for the detection of ironic or humoristic meanings. In
the approach proposed here, the combination of a number of cues defines a given utterance as
either ironic or humoristic. The cues for irony include the flouting of Gricean maxims (Grice
1975, 1978) or of the sincerity condition (Haverkate, 1990), and the detection of echoic
mention (Sperber & Wilson, 1981; Wilson & Sperber, 1992) or of pretense (Clark & Gerrig,
1984). The cues for humor include script opposition and the violation of expectations (Raskin
&Attardo, 1994), punch line (Oring, 1989) and word play (Alexander, 1997) or non-sense
(Jeffers, 1995). In its second stage, the model draws on the theory of translation, mostly on
the notions of “explicitation” (Vinay & Darbelnet, 1958; Dimitrova, 2005) and of “obligatory-
“and “non-obligatory shifts” (Toury, 1977), partly adapted to the purpose of the present
research.

The research proposes a theoretical model for the distinction between cues for irony and
humor in literary texts. It further provides us with tools to distinguish between typical cases
and occurrences which may be located on a continuum between the two extremes, since they
include cues for both interpretations. The comparison between source and translation makes it
possible to add another criterion for the distinction: translations of irony manifest more
explicitations, whereas translations of humor yield more non-explicating shifts. At this stage
this finding may be interpreted as indicating that while the explicitation of humor cancels its
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function altogether, the explicitation of irony does not, since the implied criticism is not
cancelled, and it further strengthens the claim that irony is inherently critical, whereas humor
iS not.
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